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Sadamitsu ‘Neil’ Fujita: Modernist and Jazz Designer
S. Neil Fujita was a mid-century graphic designer known for his bold book covers and
modernist jazz album covers. He reached the top tiers of the graphic design world with an Art
Directors Club Gold Medal (Artbound) for his advertising work in his early 30s and then went on
to revolutionize the record industry with his use of avant-garde painting and photography
(Carlson). His eclectic modernism did not strictly follow Swiss Style or the Bauhaus, but was his
own jazz-inspired style with a distinctly American flair (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). Fujita went
on to win another Art Directors Club Gold Medal in 1957 for his album cover work at Columbia
Records (The Honolulu Advertiser, June 20, 1957). When musician Tony Bennett spoke of this
golden era in popular American music, he said that album cover art was what first caught his eye
and gave him a sense of what he was about to hear. “They were large enough to make you feel
like you were taking home your very own work of art.” (Kohler, 7).

FUJITA’S EARLY LIFE IN HAWAII
Sadamitsu Fujita was born on May 16, 1921 in Waimea, Hawaii to first generation Japanese
immigrant ‘Issei’ parents, Nanazuchi and Sadako Fujita. His parents did not learn to speak or
write English as everyone who lived around them also spoke Japanese (Fujita, Honolulu StarBulletin, Nov. 1, 1959). The Fujita family lived in the plantation camps of the Waimea Sugar

Rader

2

Mill plantation where his father worked as a blacksmith. As a young man, Fujita also worked in
the sugar cane fields (Wakida).
His first grade teacher, originally from Iowa, assigned American names to all the students
in her class. Some students were given biblical names to the dismay of their Buddhist parents;
some names were merely picked at random; but most of the names were no more than two
syllables and easy for the teacher to pronounce and remember. Sadamitsu was assigned the name
Neil. “They were strange names to us at the time. Many of us retained our newly acquired
names,” Fujita remembered. “My teacher acted on the basis of convenience.” (Fujita, Honolulu
Star Bulletin, Feb. 14, 1960).
Fujita spent his last two years of high school at the Mid-Pacific Institute in Honolulu,
Hawaii. It was there that he was first exposed to art education (Wakida). Fujita did well in his art
class and the teacher encouraged him (Artbound). The Mid-Pacific Institute was a unique
boarding school known for its progressive attitude, diversity, and tolerance. It admitted students
with no prejudice against their race or class status and allowed students to practice the religion of
their choice, an uncommon practice in 1937 (Wikipedia, Mid-Pacific Institute). Neil had friends
of many nationalities and enjoyed this diverse experience. Graduates of Mid-Pacific have said
that one of the most valuable assets of their education was that it made it possible for them to get
along with people of all backgrounds, religions, and races (Honolulu Star-Bulletin, June 5,
1939).
While Neil grew accustomed to the greater social acceptance at Mid-Pacific, most of
Hawaii was dominated by a white oligarchy made up of the Hawaiian Sugar Planters
Association, the Big Five sugar plantations, the Republican party, and the white minority.
Although the people of Japanese ancestry formed the majority of the population in Hawaii, the
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white oligarchy strategized to keep Japanese Americans from voting. On election day, plantation
managers would watch workers voting and discipline or fire them if they didn’t vote Republican.
Most valued their jobs more than their right to choose a candidate. This voter intimidation
resulted in 90% of the Japanese Americans choosing not to vote. Later, the strategy evolved to
Americanize the Asian communities and disconnect them from their cultural identities using two
methods: focusing on English education at schools and converting adults to Christianity. This
gave more power to the white population as the plantations manipulated their workers through
the churches, discouraging them from leaving the labor force or forming unions (Wikipedia,
1920 Politics (Hawaii)).
After graduating from Mid-Pacific, Fujita grew dissatisfied with living in Hawaii and left
his parents and brothers to move to Los Angeles, California in 1939 (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part
One). He was alone and had no contacts in California. Fujita worked at a fruit and vegetable
market to support himself and found a room in Little Tokyo where he exchanged housework for
room and board (Wakida). He began looking at art schools and enrolled at the prestigious
Chouinard Art Institute, now CalArts. Fujita chose Chouinard because it was the most hands-on
of all the schools he visited (Artbound). He paid for school by continuing to work at the fruit and
vegetable market every day after school until midnight (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Three). He
wasn’t sure about what he wanted to do in life until he began art classes at Chouinard. Chouinard
gave him purpose in life, but that was taken away when the Japanese forces bombed Pearl
Harbor on December 7, 1941 (Artbound).
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WORLD WAR II AND JAPANESE INTERNMENT
In 1942, there were more Japanese Americans in Los Angeles than anywhere else in the United
States. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, persons of Japanese descent were required to register
and move away from anything deemed a “critical area.” It was a dangerous time for Japanese
Americans in California. With a long history of anti-Japanese and anti-Asian racism on the West
Coast, and the attack on Pearl Harbor, many Japanese Americans were threatened or assaulted.
Coming home on the bus at midnight from his job at the fruit and vegetable market was
treacherous. Even at school Fujita had to be very careful. He moved several times just trying to
find somewhere safe to live. On February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed
Executive Order 9066, which declared that all people of Japanese ancestry were excluded from
living in the Pacific coast region, including all of Alaska, California, and parts of Oregon,
Washington, and Arizona (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Three).
Executive Order 9066 led to the forced removal of over 110,000 Japanese Americans
from their homes. Any person of Japanese descent risked prosecution, a year in prison, and a
$5,000 fine (roughly $79,000 in 2020 dollars according to the US Inflation Calculator) if they
did not report for internment. Executive Order 9066 also called for the building of ten permanent
concentration camps in isolated parts of the US. Fujita had friends who offered to let him live
with them in the hills of Los Angeles, but he decided against hiding and was relocated with the
rest of the Japanese Americans. He left on a bus with only two suitcases — all he could carry
(Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Three).
Fujita’s first destination was the Pomona Assembly Center, a temporary detention camp
built at the Los Angeles County Fairgrounds to house Japanese Americans while the
“permanent” concentration camps were being built in more isolated inland locations. The
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Pomona Assembly Center took in its first group of Japanese American citizens on May 9, 1942
and was operating near full capacity just a week later with over 4,000 internees. The camp
consisted of 309 barracks, 8 mess halls, and 36 shower and latrine facilities, surrounded by
barbed wired fences and armed guard towers. Most of the internees were next transferred via
train to Heart Mountain Relocation Center in Wyoming in August 1942 (Wikipedia, Pomona
Assembly Center).
Heart Mountain Relocation Center officially opened on August 11, 1942 and was one of
the ten permanent camps set up to house people of Japanese ancestry. The camp was hastily built
in the summer of 1942, from mid-June to early August, and resembled something between a
military outpost and a prison camp — 650 buildings surrounded by barbed wire fences and nine
armed guard towers (nps.gov). Heart Mountain, in between Cody and Powell, Wyoming, housed
10,700 people, making it Wyoming’s third largest city. The barracks were 120' long by 20' wide,
divided into six apartments of varying sizes depending on family size. Apartments were a single
room with bare walls, a pot belly stove, one hanging bulb, and army cots with thin mattresses.
These skimpy wood and tar paper structures were grouped together into “blocks” of 24 barracks,
which functioned as a unit with its own mess hall, laundry, latrines, and recreation area. The
camp was run similar to a small town with Caucasian administrators and Japanese American
block managers and councilmen elected by the internees. Each block was a self-governing unit
and their block manager represented the residents at the camp-wide community council. The
council, made up of Nisei (American-born, second generation) and Issei (first generation
immigrants), did not have the freedom to run the camp however they wished, but they did handle
day-to-day operations like barrack maintenance (nps.gov). At the beginning, the camp had only
empty barrack rooms for their school with no books or blackboards, but a school building was

Rader

6

eventually constructed. A hospital complex was also constructed, staffed by the Japanese
American internees as well as by white medical staff (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Four).

View of Heart Mountain Relocation Center Barracks from the Yoshio Okumoto collection, courtesy of the Heart
Mountain Wyoming Foundation. This photo presents just a small portion of the endless lines of barracks, guard
towers, and barbed wire fencing that the internees faced. Although many were American citizens, people of
Japanese descent were treated as prisoners of war. Lives were ruined. Homes, businesses, and savings were
lost. An entire generation of Japanese American citizens were emotionally scarred by this mistreatment.

After being removed from art school in Los Angeles and relocated to Heart Mountain, “I
was pretty confused and a little bitter,” Fujita recollected (Tajiri). He credited the friendship and
advice of Heart Mountain Sentinel editors Bill Hosokawa and Haruo Imura for helping him
“figure things out.” (Tajiri). His first job while at the Sentinel was to design the newspaper’s
nameplate.
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Nameplate of the Heart Mountain Sentinel by S. Neil Fujita, 1942. Fujita drew a silhouette of nearby Heart Mountain
which internees felt stood like a sentinel over camp. His design reflects the newspaper’s goal to serve as the
guardian for the camp residents. The contemporary feel of the hand-lettered “Sentinel” done in fine, parallel lines is a
stark contrast to the traditional feel of the serifs of “Heart Mountain” and the hand-drawn shape of the mountain. This
contrast is appropriate for a newspaper tasked with the contrasting objectives of broadcasting War Relocation
Authority policies and maintaining camp morale of the internees.

In addition to being the art director for the Sentinel, Fujita had other jobs while at Heart
Mountain. He also worked as a block manager and as a farm laborer, earning only $12 a month
from the camp for his labor (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Four). Semi-professionals, such as
reporters, earned $16 per month. Professionals, such as the newspaper’s top editor or Japanese
American doctors at the hospital, earned $19 per month. For reference, the Caucasian nurses at
the hospital earned $150 per month, almost eight times what they were paying the Japanese
American doctors (HeartMountain.org).
In 1943, the US government began surveying the Japanese American internees to test
their loyalty to the US. They were questioned about their reading habits, finances, voting habits,
American activities, and affiliations. They were questioned about their familiarity with Japanese
culture and language. Most importantly, they were asked if they would be willing to serve in the
US Armed Forces and if they would forswear loyalty to the emperor of Japan. Those who passed
their loyalty questionnaires were encouraged to join the US Armed Forces or leave the camps
and move inland to places like St. Louis; those who failed were sent to a segregation center
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(Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Four). These interrogations caused resentment and protests in the
camps. Some internees, like Fujita’s roommate at Heart Mountain, asked to be expatriated to
Japan over this mistreatment. Many had never even been to Japan before their expatriation.
Fujita, however, enlisted in the US Army. In 1944, the military draft was reopened for Japanese
Americans, and many camp internees would join Fujita in the US Army. A strong draft
resistance movement formed at Heart Mountain, however, when internees refused to serve a
country that was denying their rights as citizens. This lead to the arrest of 85 internees (nps.gov).
While Fujita was at Heart Mountain and in the US Army, his parents and brothers still
lived in Hawaii. The Japanese American population of Hawaii was too large for removal to an
internment camp, so the Hawaiian Islands were turned into their own internment site. Hawaiian
residents of Japanese descent were not allowed to own shortwave radios or gather in groups of
ten or more. They could not move without official permission and were labeled as “enemy
aliens.” The entire Hawaiian territory was under martial law and there was a Japanese language
ban. Media was censored, suspicious individuals were detained, and people could be arrested and
interrogated at random (History.com).
After enlisting at the beginning of 1943, Fujita lived in Cody, Wyoming, for four months,
waiting for his induction to the US Army. The townspeople of Cody were very hostile to
Japanese Americans from the camp. Many businesses displayed signs saying, “No Japs
Allowed.” Local farmers eventually realized the potential for cheap farm labor from the camps
and hired them to harvest food. Fujita was assigned to work as a handyman at the Green Gable
Inn. He lived in the basement of a local family, the father and mother of the innkeeper. He was
often loaned out to the family’s friends to dig ditches or to till the soil in their farms, but he was
not even allowed to have his hair cut in town. “Prejudice was reality then,” Fujita said of the
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situation (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Four). At one point, he became very ill and the wife of his
landlord brought him soup and took care of him. They bonded over artwork and the books they
both had read. Fujita remembered, “Wherever you are… somebody comes along and touches
you.” (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Four).

FUJITA’S US ARMY LIFE
In 1943, the war was going badly and more soldiers were desperately needed. The 442nd
Regimental Combat Team was composed entirely of Japanese American volunteers and draftees.
While the all Nisei regiment was fighting the war, their loyalty to the US was still questioned.
Many Japanese Americans enlisted to prove their loyalty with blood and to reclaim their
legitimacy as Americans. The motto of the unit was “Go for Broke,” and they were the most
decorated unit in the war, meaning the unit had the most injured or dead — its soldiers received
3,600 purple hearts and had 21 medal of honor recipients (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Five).
Fujita reported for four months of basic training in Camp Shelby, Mississippi. The mostly
young Army unit was hastily assembled and trained to meet the demands of the war in Europe.
While in Mississippi, one of the things that most affected Fujita was witnessing the racism and
segregation of African Americans (Artbound). After deployment, Neil’s platoon received further
anti-tank training south of Rome for glider transport operations — transporting vehicles mounted
with anti-tank guns by air. After seeing combat action in Italy and France and sustaining only
minor injuries, he re-enlisted to serve with G-2 intelligence as a translator in Okinawa and
Manila. During his time serving in Japan, he was introduced to traditional Japanese artwork that
would later influence his design work. He was promoted to Master Sergeant for his work with
Army Intelligence and left the Army in 1947 (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Five).
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ART EDUCATION ON THE GI BILL
After his discharge from the Army, Fujita briefly visited his family in Hawaii before returning to
Chouinard Art Institute in Los Angeles after a five year hiatus. He was able to complete his fine
art studies on the GI Bill, studying all phases of art, but focusing on drawing and painting with
teachers Millard Sheets and Rex Brandt. He also joined and exhibited with the California
Watercolor Society, one of the two great watercolor groups in the United States (Wakida). He
took graphic design classes his last year of school for practicality. “I knew I had to make a living
and that painting wasn’t going to do it,” Fujita explained (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). While in
school, Fujita met and married Aiko Tamaki, a fellow Chouinard student and Japanese
American. The couple moved east after finishing their studies. Fujita was among the group of
Chouinard designers successfully sent to seek work on the East Coast. In the late 40s and 50s,
advertising teacher Harry Diamond encouraged his best design and painting students to move to
New York. “You were almost guaranteed a job with Harry Diamond’s name,” according to Bob
Perine, a 1950 graduate in advertising design (Kort, 26-27).
Harbor Living by S. Neil Fujita, 1950.
Los Angeles County Museum of Art
collections. This painting shows the
stylistic and technical changes of the
late 1940s and early 1950s California
Watercolor Society, when pure
watercolor was sometimes replaced by
a more opaque medium such as
gouache or tempera. Harbor Living
features sophisticatedly arranged and
overlaid translucent shapes — a house
with two figures in the open doorway
surrounded by boats in the harbor.
These overlapping and transparent
geometric shapes and lines would
appear in Fujita’s later paintings and
album cover designs. (Los Angeles
County Museum of Art)
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FUJITA JOINS N.W. AYERS & SON
Fujita’s first job after Chouinard was with N.W. Ayers & Son in Philadelphia, the largest ad
agency in the US at the time. He was hired by acclaimed painter and art director, Charles Coiner,
mainly because Coiner admired his paintings (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). At Ayers, Coiner was
known for his pioneering efforts to seek out and commission modern artists and introduce their
work into advertising, such as Picasso, Ben Shahn, Edward Steichen, Georgia O’Keeffe, Norman
Rockwell, A.M. Cassandre, and Miguel Covarrubias (Art Directors Club). Coiner’s emphasis on
the use of artists as a vital element to advertising had a profound effect on Neil’s later work at
Columbia Records.
While at Ayers, Fujita worked on an advertisement for the Container Corporation of
America, part of their Great Ideas of Western Man series. This series ran from 1950 to the mid
1970s and advertised not a product, but the company ethos. Container Corporation of America
was a corporate leader in combining high-quality design with social and environmental
responsibilities. CCA Art director, Herbert Bayer of Bauhaus fame, commissioned artists and
designers to illustrate historical quotations. Bayer pioneered this concept of collaboration
between artists and corporations, feeling it was the realization of the Bauhaus credo that
combines art with industry so that genuinely new forms and shapes can come into being
(Modernism101.com). Fujita’s ad featuring a quote by Thomas Paine won a Gold Medal from
the Art Directors Club in 1953. The Great Ideas of Western Man series featured many of the
country’s leading artists and ran in Time and Fortune magazines (Design Museum of Chicago).
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Great Ideas of Western Man advertisement for
Container Corporation of America by S. Neil Fujita,
1953. Fujita’s painting uses a muted color palette that
brings cardboard boxes to mind and angular shapes
that refer both to the cardboard boxes and the lead type
used to print the works of Thomas Paine. The painting
also “boxes in” the Paine excerpt, delivering it to the
reader, much as CCA boxes deliver goods to
consumers. The use of flattened, one-point perspective
on some of the box shapes, and the triangulation of
some areas is reminiscent of the Cubist alteration of
perspective. Cubist painters Pablo Picasso and
Georges Braque were major influences on Fujita’s work.
This painting also shows Fujita moving more toward the
abstract expressionism that will appear in his paintings
at Columbia Records.

Fujita said at Ayer he “began to get a sense of what was possible with art and design,
communicating a corporation’s identity and message into something visual.” (Heller, Waxing
Chromatic). He also began to develop his distinctly modernist style. The covers he did for
Fortune magazine in 1953 and 1954 show his painterly style in abstract expressionist and Cubist
inspired compositions. His background as a painter helped to shape his distinctive graphic style,
establishing him as a leading commercial artist (Inglis, 186).
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Left: Fortune Magazine, April 1953. Right: Fortune Magazine, October 1954. These paintings show Fujita’s embrace
of abstract expressionism that he would become known for. Both paintings give the impression of the subject, but are
more about the feeling of the subject — the excitement of travel by jet airliner or the chaotic energy of the
skyscrapers of New York. The geometric shapes, the color palette, and the painterly textures give the impression of
movement and energy.

Outside of work, he continued to paint and exhibit and taught design at the Philadelphia
Museum College of Art. In 1954, he was awarded a Fulbright Scholarship to study design and
architecture in Italy, but did not accept because he was also offered a job at Columbia Records
(Wakida).
FUJITA BUILDS A NEW DESIGN DEPARTMENT AT COLUMBIA RECORDS
Fujita was hired as the director of design and packaging at Columbia Records in 1954 to build on
the legacy of Columbia’s renowned designer, Alex Steinweiss (Battista). Steinweiss is
remembered as the inventor of the modern album cover. His style often used hand-lettered script
and a symbolist approach to portray the music inside (Kohler, 19).
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Album covers by Alex Steinweiss for Columbia Records. Steinweiss often hand-lettered his album covers to save
time on typesetting. His covers featured large fields of color and symbolic illustrations about the music within.

Examples of the more innovative album cover work of Blue Note Records. These covers rely on a more graphic use
of color, typography, photography, and transparent shapes.

Fujita needed to move beyond the work of Steinweiss to help Columbia compete with the
more innovative cover work of jazz labels like Blue Note and Prestige. William Golden, the
creative director at CBS, which owned Columbia Records, recommended Fujita for the position.
Golden, who developed the CBS eye logo, had complete creative authority over the image of
CBS and was known for his reputation of excellence, simple solutions, and consistently high
aesthetic quality (Wikipedia, William Golden).
In 1954, Fujita became Columbia’s first in-house art director, building an in-house design
department from nothing. His team replaced the need to always work with freelancers or outside
firms like Monogram (Inglis, 92). Fujita also made a point of hiring a diverse group of staff,
including women and African Americans at a time when diversity was neither valued nor
tolerated (Artbound). When he was offered the job, Golden warned him, “Neil, if you do this,
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you’ll be taking work and income away from the two studios that have been working with us for
many years, so you’re going to meet up with a lot of crap. First of all, you’re Japanese and
you’re going to be called all sorts of names, from Nip to Jap and everything else. Do you still
want to do it?” (Heller, Waxing Chromatic).
Fujita had faced every kind of racism while living on the West Coast during World War
II, being interned at Heart Mountain, and awaiting induction in Cody, Wyoming — he knew he
could handle it (Artbound). Fujita began his job at Columbia Records by spending several
months at the record factory in Bridgeport, Connecticut. He wanted to learn the whole process of
how records were manufactured. He also spoke to record sellers about their sales approach and
thought about how to use images or pictures in more creative ways to sell records. His first step
was to design the company’s new identity — the “walking eye” logo — which depicts a record
player stylus (the legs) on a record (the eye). The eye also subtly refers to the main CBS logo
(Wikipedia, Columbia Records). In the first version of the logo (left) you can see the C and R of
Columbia Records come together to form the logo with the record in the middle. The logo
simplified over time and evolved to the final version (right) (Bryan).

Columbia Records “walking eye” logo as it evolved over time. The distinguishable CR in the early versions gradually
disappeared as the logo became more abstract and was simplified and reduced in size. The final logo features more
concentric ellipses which represent vinyl records and more strongly emphasizes the CBS eye.
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Inspired by the growing popularity of abstract art, Fujita moved away from Steinweiss’
symbolist style of album covers and introduced popular music fans to abstract expressionism. He
linked Columbia’s progressive jazz artists with modern visual art. Fujita’s style used abstracted
images to convey the mood of the music. His designs complemented the rhythms and liveliness
of the music. “He made works of art that spoke of the sound and texture and love of the people
making the music. He felt what they [musicians] were doing and put it on canvas,” noted Bubba
Jackson, radio show host (Artbound).
“Jazz called for abstraction, a certain kind of stylization, using modern painters,” said
Fujita (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). At that time, the artwork was almost as much a part of the
identity of the record as the sound. John Devenish claims that Fujita’s record covers were an
early form of multimedia—“eye play” from the artwork and “ear play” from the music —
making a synesthetic experience (Devenish).
Fujita asserts that he was the first to use painters, photographers, and illustrators to create
album cover artwork, a natural step after working with Charles Coiner and Herbert Bayer while
at N.W. Ayers & Son. He incorporated the work of artists such as Andy Warhol, Milton Glaser,
Ben Shahn, and photographer Roy DeCarava.

Chopin Nocturnes with illustration by Andy Warhol. Chicago Style Jazz with painting by Ben Shahn. The
Jazz Odyssey of James Rushing Esq. with illustration by Tom Allen. Album cover designs by S. Neil Fujita.
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When Fujita was not using modern paintings, he still used a modern approach. Using
photography for classical music, he hired photographers to go to the recording sessions and catch
the raw spirit of the performance (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). Fujita is also known for instituting
the policy that the artist name and album title text should be placed in the top third of the cover
to ease identification for record buyers, which pleased the sales department but may have stifled
the creativity of album cover design for other designers (Inglis, 92).
Fujita’s best known album covers while at Columbia show the shared patterns of modern
jazz and modern art. He used geometric abstraction to suggest the upbeat sense of movement in
the music (Grimes). In Time Out for The Dave Brubeck Quartet (1959), he borrowed colors and
shapes from his time in East Asia during the war to match the mood of the music because
Brubeck had recently returned from touring Asia (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). The blue color
fields and repetitive round shapes are meant to represent the song Blue Rondo a la Turk which
was based on the rapid time signatures of Turkish music Brubeck had heard in Istanbul. Fujita’s
painting matches the energy and fast movement of the song.

Time Out by The Dave Brubeck Quartet, 1959. The
contrasting colors of this painting reverberate like the rapid
time signatures of the Turkish inspired Blue Rondo a la
Turk. The use of blue alludes to jazz blues. A rondo is a
principle of repetition in classical music. The wheel-like
shapes emphasize this repetition and feel as if they are
spinning to the lyrics of the song, “Round, round, round a
melody; Round, round, round a harmony; Round, round,
round a melody; Harmony, melody-steadily.” The design
could also be interpreted as an abstract expression of
traditional Turkish tiles which often use this color palette.
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For Mingus Ah Um by Charles Mingus (1959), the cat-like shapes in Fujita’s painting
allude to the song Pussy Cat Dues and the general movement of the painting speaks to the
frenetic sounds of the songs Boogie Stop Shuffle and Bird Calls. The subdued colors and textures
match the softer sounds of Self-Portait in Three Colours.

Mingus Ah Um by Charles Mingus, 1959. After
repeatedly looking at this painting, I only noticed the
cat face in the artwork when listening to the album —
the artwork is appropriate for the song called Pussy
Cat Dues. The movement of the painting speaks to
the frenetic sounds of songs like Boogie Stop Shuffle
and Bird Calls, while the subdued colors and
textures of the painting match the softer sounds of
Self-Portrait in Three Colours. This album evokes
both sadness and joy and the painting matches the
mood swings that Charles Mingus was known for.

Covers for Far Out, Near In by Johnny Eaton (1957), Modern Jazz Perspective by Don
Byrd and Gigi Gryce (1957), and Glenn Gould (1959) also featured original abstract
expressionist paintings by Fujita. Fujita’s summery, highly textured painting for Far Out, Near
In matches the light notes of flute and vibes played in “Georgia On My Mind,” “I’ve Got Plenty
O’ Nuttin,” and “Swat The G-Man.” In Modern Jazz Perspective, his heavy use of gold portrays
the brass instruments of Donald Byrd, trumpeter, and Gigi Gryce, saxophonist. His painting for
Glenn Gould, a pianist, has repeated rectangular shapes that give the impression of a piano.
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Far Out, Near In by Johnny Eaton, 1957. Noted pianist and
composer John Eaton, early in his career, formed a student
jazz group, Johnny Eaton and his Princetonians, who
recorded two albums for Columbia Records. The “far out”
name of this album references the group’s tendency to
create weird sound effects. John Eaton would later go on to
be one of the first proponents of the electronic synthesizer.
In Fujita’s painting, we see an abstract expressionist view of
a still life. The heavily textured painting depicts a still life
composition with subtly colored shapes that represent fruits,
such as a pineapple and a watermelon slice, perhaps
alluding to the song Summertime featured on this album.

Modern Jazz Perspective by Don Byrd and Gigi Gryce,
1957. Fujita’s heavy use of gold in this painting portrays
the brass instruments of trumpeter, Don Byrd, and
saxophonist, Gigi Gryce. The color palette and abstract
shapes also reference the colorful art and architecture of
the Moroccan city of Casablanca — the arches in the
pink pise palaces and brightly-colored patterned textiles
are brought to mind as you listen to the musicians’ song
An Evening in Casablanca.

Glenn Gould, 1959. Fujita’s painting for pianist Glenn
Gould matches the often discordant sounds of Berg,
Schoenberg, and Krenek. The abstract representation of
piano keys gives just the essence of a piano without an
exact representation while the heavy orange, brown and
green colors match the feeling of the ominous and
somewhat unpleasant music.

Fujita’s main influences for his abstract paintings were Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque
and Paul Klee (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). You can see the influence of these painters in his
color choices and geometric shapes, as well as the strong influence of Wassily Kandinsky of the
Bauhaus (Culturedarm).
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Left: Paul Klee, Fire in the Evening; Right: Paul Klee,
Monument in Fertile Country. You can see the
influence of the shapes and color palettes of these
paintings on Fujita’s paintings for Time Out, Modern
Jazz Perspectives, and Glenn Gould.

Left: Georges Braque, The Musician; Right: Pablo
Picasso, Three Musicians. Both of these paintings had
a heavy influence on the painting for Time Out which
you can see in the color palette and the abstract
shapes.

Left: Wassily Kandinsky,
Compensation Rose; Right: Wassily
Kandinsky, In Blue. Although Fujita
does not explicitly call out Kandinsky
as an inspiration, he was heavily
influenced by the work of the
Bauhaus and his paintings share
much with Kandinsky’s work. His
painting for Glenn Gould feels similar
to Kandinsky’s Compensation Rose
and his painting for Time Out shares
colors and shapes with In Blue.

For Miles Davis’, ‘Round About Midnight, 1957, Fujita chose a pensively posed Davis
overlaid with a red gel. The cover is one of the label’s strongest (Margolin). The duotone style
photo was a popular cover choice at the time, especially with Blue Note Records. The cover for
The Jazz Messengers (1956) was a photo montage showing the highs and lows of performance
(Culturedarm). The line-up of the Jazz Messengers often changed and this collage was a unique
solution to show the artists featured in this album.
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‘Round About Midnight by Miles Davis,
1957. Fujita chose a photograph with a
pensively posed Miles Davis taken by
Marvin Koner. Koner’s photo was
captured under the red lights of Café
Bohemia. Hidden behind his sunglasses
and bathed in red lights, the photo gave a
somber effect for Davis’ return to music
after time off due to his heroin addiction.
This duotone style photo was a popular
effect at the time, especially with
competitor Blue Note Records.

The Jazz Messengers, 1956. The
changing line-up of the musicians in the
Jazz Messengers was a peculiar problem
that was solved by this collage design.
The musicians Donald Byrd, Hank
Mobley, Horace Silver, Doug Watkins, and
Art Blakey are all shown in the highs and
lows of a performance making it easy for
record buyers to identify the group. The
visual movement of the unusual shapes
and the high contrast color palette match
the upbeat sounds of the music.

“He had superb taste and was one of the early art directors in the field who distinguished
himself by having a rigorous design objective. It was a kind of synthesis of Bauhaus principles
and Japanese sensibility,” said Milton Glaser of working with Fujita (Grimes).
Fujita left Columbia in 1957 to start his own design studio but was asked to return after
one year. He wanted to be something other than just a record designer but agreed to return
temporarily (Heller, Waxing Chromatic). Throughout his time at Columbia Records, he
continued to paint and exhibit his artwork, studied English literature and writing at Columbia
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University, taught design at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, and wrote a regular column about being
Hawaiian in New York for the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. Fujita left Columbia for good in 1960 to
continue with his own design studio. Although he left Columbia, Fujita sometimes returned to
record sleeve design in the 60s for Command Records, as he was well-suited to their musical
style (Inglis, 83).
A selection of album covers S. Neil Fujita designed for Command Records in the 1960s after leaving Columbia
Records. His work for Command transitioned away from his abstract expressionist paintings, but rather focused on
geometric abstract representations of the instruments themselves.
The cover for Tony Mottola,
Spanish Guitar (left) features
an abstraction of the sound
hole and strings of a guitar.
The cover for Doc Severinsen,
Tempestuous Trumpet (right)
features an abstraction of a
trumpet.

The cover for Dick Hyman,
Provocative Piano (left)
features an abstraction of the
artist at his piano.
The cover for Charles
Magnante, Percussion Italiano
(right) features abstractions of
drum sticks, mallets, and wire
brushes, in addition to some
Italian wine and architecture.

The cover for the Command AllStars, Reeds and Percussion
(left) features abstractions of
many instruments including
clarinet, saxophone, flute, oboe,
bassoon, and drum mallets,
sticks, and wire brushes.
The cover for Robert Maxwell,
Anytime (right) features an
abstraction of the artist’s harp.
The colorful circles match the
bubbly feel of the music.
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CREATING RUDER, FINN & FUJITA / FUJITA DESIGN
In 1963, Fujita was approached by David Finn of the public relations firm Ruder & Finn, who
was interested in the concept of merging graphic design and public relations. Fujita agreed to
head a subsidiary of Ruder & Finn called Ruder, Finn & Fujita that focused on design work. He
created work for clients such as Alcoa, United Aircraft Corporation, Westinghouse, the Federal
Aviation Administration, Norton Simon, Bristol Myers, General Mills, General Foods, and
Standard Oil of New Jersey. Publishers were his main clients, however, and he began a long
career of book cover design (Heller, Waxing Chromatic).
Fujita returned to his earlier style for this
advertisement for Alcoa. The abstract missiles and
painterly texture are reminiscent of his covers for
Forbes magazine in the early 50s. The color palette
of warm terra cotta and grey speaks to the mixture of
ceramics and aluminum mentioned in the ad copy.
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Fujita revived his abstract expressionist painting
style for this advertisement for United Aircraft
Corporation. The painting represents the new
astronautics division of United Aircraft — Missiles &
Space Systems. The abstract shapes mimic the
shapes of missiles, rockets, and satellites, while the
warm, color palette feels as if something is blasting
off. The style and texture of this painting is similar to
his paintings for Dave Brubeck and Charles Mingus
and also reminiscent of the African masks Picasso
painted in the early 1900s

Westinghouse print ad, 1962. Similar to his album
covers for Command Records, this ad features
abstractions of Westinghouse appliances, such as a
light bulb, an electric plug, a radio dial, a stove
burner, and the Westinghouse logo, of course. The
“bouquet” is wrapped in telegraph tape to signify the
fast wire communications Westinghouse used to get
replacement parts faster than its competitors.
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His book jacket style, which used large, bold title typography and a prominent author’s
name, was part of the “Big Book Look” popular in the 1960s, initiated by designer Paul Bacon
(Inglis, 81).
Fujita enjoyed working directly with the authors and for that reason he always wanted to
have the author’s name as big as the title. His lettering work was all done by hand with quills and
ink in an age before computers. For his cover of In Cold Blood by Truman Capote, he worked
directly with Capote. It was an austere design of a long hatpin with a red bulb like a swollen drop
of blood. Capote insisted that the original color was not right because the blood at the crime
scene was old and dried, not fresh. Fujita adjusted the color to a dark burgundy and added a
funereal black border to appease Capote (Artbound).

In Cold Blood by Truman
Capote, 1966. Fujita handlettered this cover with quill
and ink. His idea was to have
a long hatpin with a bulbous
end that would bring to mind a
drop of blood. Capote’s only
objection was to the original
bright red color, which seemed
too fresh for the blood of an
old crime scene. Fujita
changed the color to a darker
burgundy and added a black
funereal border.

For the cover of The Godfather by Mario Puzo, Fujita hand-lettered the heavy text,
extending the top of the G to the D to “create a house for God.” The puppet strings above the
word “father” suggest the nature of the book’s story (Carlson). Fujita often included one small
symbolic image to indicate something important about the novel within.
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The Godfather by Mario Puzo,
1969. When Fujita hand-lettered
the heavy text for The
Godfather, he extended the top
of the letter G to the letter D to
create a house for God. The
symbolic image of the hand and
puppet strings connecting to the
word father shows how the
father controls the family in this
novel. The delicacy of the
strings indicate the precarious
nature of living in a crime family.

During his time at Ruder, Finn & Fujita, he became the favorite designer of the author
John Updike (Carlson).

Several of Fujita’s covers for John Updike. All the covers feature the strong typography Fujita is known for
with prominent placement of the author’s name, however each cover is also distinctively different in overall
feel to match the writing within. The covers have minor imagery so as not to distract from the title. For A
Month of Sundays, the phases of the moon allude to the passage of time. For The Coup, we only have the
extra sharp serifs which allude to the violence in the novel. For Midpoint, an auto-biographical collection of
poetry, the designer used a photo of the author as a boy. Pigeon Feathers is a collection of many short
stories and therefore has no graphic to allude to the plots within.

Fujita also created the logo for The Today Show, designed the signature typeface for
Billboard magazine’s nameplate, and taught design at Parsons School of Design in Manhattan.
After ten years, Ruder, Finn & Fujita evolved into Fujita Design.
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The Today Show logo and the Billboard magazine logo by S. Neil Fujita. Both logos feature strong typography and
bright primary colors. The simplicity of the logos has allowed them to stand the test of time and be used for decades.

In 1969, Fujita published his own book Aim for a Job in Graphic Design/Art, which
designer Michael Beirut stated was a major influence on his career (Heller, Waxing Chromatic).
The book is known for encouraging minorities to join the field of graphic design and features
profiles of two African-American designers. Fujita was sensitive to the difficulties minorities
faced in the design field and wanted to open doors to all. “We should never forget the kind of
person we want in design,” Fujita wrote. “People with fresh viewpoints, fresh ideas, fresh
concepts of the reality we all seek. We may find them right here in our high school. We must let
you students express your ideas of the reality that concerns us all.” (Heller, Becoming a Designer
in the Age of Aquarius)

Aim for a Job in Graphic
Design/Art by S. Neil Fujita, 1969.
The cover shows many of the
implements used by graphic
designers at this point in time.

Rader 28
Throughout his career, Fujita continued to paint and exhibit his work. In 1955, Fujita
painted When Emmett Till Died, a painting which showed his distress over the shocking death of
the young African American, Emmett Till. Fujita said he was painting abstractly at that point in
time but felt he could not tell the story abstractly. He wanted the painting to show white and
black bound together, reaching for the sun, no matter how much they disagree or dislike each
other (Burack, Mr. Fujita — Part Two).

When Emmett Till Died by S. Neil Fujita
(painting at right) on display at Opus 40
for the exhibit Kenji and Neil Fujita. The
abstract painting shows a white hand and
a black hand bound together, reaching
for the sun. The textured grey
background represents the ongoing race
struggles in the US while the red
represents the blood shed during the
violent racists attacks on African
Americans such as Emmett Till.

In 1986, he exhibited Eden Before the Apple at the Elaine Benson Gallery in
Bridgehampton, New York. This series of thirty paintings began with botanical specimens he
painted for a commission to illustrate a cookbook. Fujita became obsessed with learning about
the history of botanicals and found himself investing the fruits and vegetables with human
attributes. He introduced an element of mischief into his botanical illustrations when he took
liberties with the paintings and added sexual innuendo to the fruits and vegetables (Muller).
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Prints from the Botanical
Mischief exhibit at Elaine
Benson Gallery, 1986, by S.
Neil Fujita. The leeks and
asparagus paintings merely
hint at their sexual nature with
their phallic shapes, while the
watermelon openly displays
couples in sexual positions
interspersed with hearts if you
look closely at the patterns on
the watermelon.

FUJITA ENJOYS RETIREMENT
After his retirement in the 1990s, Fujita and his wife moved to Long Island to be closer to their
children and grandchildren. After meeting David Kapell, the mayor of Greenport, New York, he
noticed a photo of the mayor’s father William Kapell with Leonard Bernstein. Fujita realized the
photo had been taken at Columbia Records by a photographer friend. This chance encounter
began a friendship with David Kapell, which led to Fujita’s next series of paintings. Before this
project, Fujita had not painted many portraits — only his family members. He began painting
portraits of the people living in the North Fork of Long Island. He sought out people with
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interesting faces and stories and varied occupations. His approach was to photograph his subject
from all different angles before painting them — as precise with the photography as the painting
itself. He painted almost 50 portraits, each with a meticulous attention to the background of the
painting to help tell the portrait’s story. Seeing is Feeling: The American Faces of the North Fork
was exhibited in September 1999 in Greenport, New York at the Floyd Memorial Library
(Burack, Mr. Fujita — Parts One and Six). The realistic style of these paintings was a departure
from his earlier abstract expressionist work, but his attention to detail and the way he played with
the light in the portraits captures the spirit of the subject the way his abstract paintings captured
the spirit of jazz music.

Bessie Swann, community activist
and gospel singer

Judge Tedeschi

John D. Williams, Jr., Executive Director of the National
Scrabble Association. The Scrabble background of the
painting shows Williams’ devotion to the game as cofounder of the World Scrabble Championship.

Fujita’s wife, Aiko
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Fujita was highly regarded by the community in the North Fork of Long Island, and even
donated his professional services to design the logo of the local newspaper, The Shelter Island
Reporter. Fujita’s son David said, “He felt it was really important to give back to the community
as much as he could.” (Shelter Island Reporter).
Fujita gave back to the Japanese American community as well. He was part of the group
of Japanese American veterans who established a foundation to honor their fellow soldiers with a
monument. The memorial to the 442nd Regiment, the “Go for Broke” monument in Little Tokyo,
Los Angeles, was the first of its kind on the US mainland. The monument sought to remedy the
fact that Nisei soldiers from World War II were unrecognized, unknown, or forgotten by most
Americans. After a ten year campaign to raise funds and secure a site, the monument was
presented to the city of Los Angeles on June 5, 1999 (GoForBroke.org). Fujita also published a
memoir of his time at the Heart Mountain Relocation Camp shortly before his death, Mouth of
Reddish Water: A Japanese American Story in 2008, which is unfortunately out of print.

Left and middle: The Go for Broke Monument in Little Tokyo, Los Angeles, designed by Roger M. Yanagita and
selected out of 138 entries in an international design competition in 1991. The 40' wide circular monument is
centered in a square of paved stone and features a design of checkered grass and granite. Engraved on the curved
wall are the names of 16,131 Nisei soldiers and their officers who served in World War II, including 37 women. Stars
denote those killed in action. Above the names, patches show the 60 different Army units in which the Nisei served.
The wedge shape represents the banzai hills of the Vosges Forest in France, which was the main battleground for
the Nisei, as well as the struggle the Nisei faced in trying to prove their national loyalty. The two sets of pillars at the
corners are inscribed with names of donors. On the front of the monument is an inscription by veteran Ben Tamashiro
below the battle cry, “Go For Broke” and the military insignias. The monument also features quotes by President
Truman, President Reagan, General MacArthur, and Major General Willoughby.
Right: Mouth of Reddish Water: A Japanese American Story memoir by S. Neil Fujita.
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Fujita passed away at age 89 on October 23, 2010, after complications from a stroke. His
wife, Aiko, had preceded him in death in 2006. He was survived by his three sons Kenji, David,
and Martin, all of Long Island, New York and his six grandchildren.
S. Neil Fujita had a lasting impact on the field of graphic design and yet his name is not
well-known among students of design. He revolutionized the concept of album covers as art. His
training as a fine artist allowed him to see the relationships between art and jazz that others may
not have perceived. He brought modern art to the masses through album cover design and began
the practice of commissioning fine artists to add their work to album covers. His book cover
design for The Godfather is recognized by generations of readers and moviegoers; countless TV
viewers are familiar with The Today Show logo; and music fans saw his logo atop Billboard
magazine for more than 40 years. In addition to his widely-recognized design work, his devotion
to the concept of diversity in design fields made a strong impact in the 50s and 60s and carries
through to today. This was the most important design legacy of S. Neil Fujita and something that
we all should pursue — “people with fresh viewpoints, fresh ideas, and fresh concepts of the
reality we all seek.”
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